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Nationality, Citizenship, and Migration to Britain, 1945-1951 

ROBERT MILES* 

INTRODUCTION 

Any discussion of migration to Britain, and its consequences, over the past 
twenty-five years will usually equate the terms 'migrant' or 'immigrant' with 
the terms 'race', 'coloured', and 'race relations'. Even if we accept the validity 
of such terms, such an association is contrary to the evidence. As Holmes has 
recently noted, since 1945 and 'down to 1971 the Irish constituted the largest 
immigrant minority in postwar Britain'1, while over the past one hundred 
years, the vast majority of migrants to Britain have originated from Europe 
rather than from colonies and ex-colonies and so cannot be signified as 
members of 'coloured races'.2 

This historical fact is highlighted by consideration of the period 1945-51, 
during which there was a major labour shortage which the Labour 
Government attempted to resolve by organizing a number of migrations from 
Europe. These occurred within the framework of different legal arrangements, 
although they all had in common the fact that the majority of those admitted 
to Britain were classified by British law as aliens. Moreover, a significant 
proportion of the migrants were, in one sense or another, political refugees 
(some of whom were formally stateless). Although the British Government 
expressed humanitarian concern about their plight, a key determinant of the 
policy of admission and subsequent resettlement was economic. 

Against the background of an overview of these migrations and of the legal 
framework that structured them, the main objective of this paper is to 
confront an apparent paradox. The migrations took place in a context where 
the British Government effected significant changes to British nationality law 
which reiterated that the populations of the colonies and Commonwealth 
countries were British citizens. Consequently, they had the right of entry to, 
and settlement in, Britain, and yet it was not to these parts of the world that the 
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Labour Government first directed its gaze when considering how to solve the 
labour shortage by means of migration. Indeed, when a small number of 
citizens of the United Kingdom and Colonies did exercise their right to enter 
Britain, the reaction of the Labour Government was to seek a means by which 
'coloured British subjects' might be deprived of their right of entry. The 
objective of this paper is to outline, contextualize, and offer an explanation 
(which involves commenting on other accounts) for this course of events. 

The decision of the Labour Government to recruit alien or stateless labour 
from Europe, along with its reluctance to extend that recruitment to include 
British citizens in the colonies, is a matter that has received little attention in 
recent historical analyses of the period. Morgan, for example, ignores the 
former completely and makes only a passing reference to Cabinet discussion in 
1950 about the consequences of Caribbean migration to Britain.3 Cairncross 
refers briefly to the recruitment of European Volunteer Workers (EVWs), as 
well as to discussion about the possibilities of utilizing prisoner-of-war (POW) 
and Polish labour, but makes no reference to the migration to Britain from the 
Caribbean.4 

This could be interpreted to mean that the historical recovery being 
attempted here is of little significance. After all, the total number of aliens 
who entered waged labour in Britain in the period of the Labour Government 
was probably under 400,000, and they therefore constituted only a very 
small proportion of the nearly nineteen million persons employed in Britain in 
1947. The proportion is not dramatically increased by the addition to this 
figure of the 150,000 Irish citizens and of the several hundreds of people who 
migrated from the Caribbean to British seeking employment during the same 
period. 

Such an interpretation is mistaken. Labour shortages and the use of migrant 
labour to assist the solution of the problem were common to several north- 
western European nation states soon after the end of the Second World War.5 
With the exception of Britain, all other north-west European nation states 
actively initiated or encouraged - to varying extents and at different times - 
migration to assist the expansion of capitalist production. Yet, for the 
duration of the Labour Government, we see it confronting the possibility of 
utilizing migrant labour, then failing to develop its limited initiative, and 
finally discussing ways to prevent the entry of British citizens who were 
seeking employment. In so far as the limited use of migrant labour is a factor 
which explains the comparatively slow rate of capitalist development in 
Britain,6 the political decisions and ideological assumptions that lay behind 
this warrant explanation.7 

In the first section of the paper, I provide an overview of the legal 
framework determining inward migration flows and of the migration flows 
themselves. Thereafter, I analyse the main determinants of the migrations and 
the main themes that ran through the political debate about immigration 
during the late 1940s as a basis for confronting the previously identified 
paradox. 
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MIGRATION TO BRITAIN, 1945-1951 

Both the legal concept of nationality and formalized systems of immigration 
control are, in historical terms, recent social constructs. They have their origin 
in the development of the nation state and the conception that those who live 
within the boundaries of any particular nation state have certain rights and 
obligations, the most significant being the right to political participation. It is 
for this reason that Plender argues that the origin of the conception of 
nationality lies, in part, with the French Revolution.8 Thus, with the rise of the 
nation state and the emergence of the idea that those who lived within its 
boundaries were members of an 'imagined community'9 with collective 
interests grounded in a common heritage, the possession of common 
characteristics and the universalization of political rights, there developed a 
dichotomy between national and alien (or foreigner). The former, as citizens, 
were considered to have the right of residence and political participation 
within the nation state while the latter could enter only with the permission of 
the state which assumed sovereignty over the nation.'0 

In the case of England (and later Britain), there is a history of legislation 
from the seventeenth century which sought to specify the status of people 
resident in England who were born elsewhere, as well as people born outside 
England of parents who were 'natural born subjects' of England."a While 
most of the Acts embodied the notion of nationality in their titles, this 
legislation neither formulated nor attributed legal status to nationality. 
Rather, it consistently opposed the categories of subject and alien, although 
the former category can be considered to embody the meaning of 
nationality.'2 These dichotomous categories were embodied in the British 
Nationality and Status of Aliens Act 1914 which, inter alia, provided for 
children born outside Britain to be themselves designated as British subjects if 
their father was a British subject, and specified that any person born within the 
dominions and allegiance of the Crown should be considered a British subject. 
The latter provision therefore included most of the population of the colonies 
and dominions as British subjects.13 

This distinction in British law was made problematic by the desire of 
governments in the dbminions to establish independent criteria for the 
acquisition of nationality within their territory, a desire legitimated by the 
Statute of Westminster (1931) but which proposed that this right be reconciled 
with the common status of British subject.14 Action was forced on the post- 
1945 Labour Government, not by Indian independence as is commonly 
asserted,'5 but by the decision in 1946 of the Canadian Government to 
establish its own citizenship laws,'6 to which the Labour Government 
responded by passing the British Nationality Act 1948 which sustained the 
common status of British subject in an attenuated form. 

This Act distinguished between citizens of the United Kingdom and 
Colonies and citizens of Commonwealth countries but laid down that both 
categories had the status of British subject. Any such person was thereafter to 
be known as either a British subject or a Commonwealth citizen, the two 
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categories being identical in terms of their rights (including that of entry and 
settlement in Britain). In practice, the population of the world therefore 
continued to be divided into British subjects and aliens, but the former 
category included those who were citizens of the United Kingdom and 
Colonies as well as citizens of independent Commonwealth countries.17 

There was, however, a crucial anomaly, that of the legal status of the 
population of what is now the Republic of Ireland, which was reinforced by 
the British Nationality Act 1948. Subsequent to independence, citizens of the 
Irish Free State had been granted in British law the same status as citizens of 
the dominions, as a result of which Irish citizens remained free to enter and 
settle in Britain. And British subjects were accorded the same right with 
respect to the territory of the Irish Free State.18 No change was made to this 
situation by the British Nationality Act 1948, with the result that although an 
Irish citizen was not formally a British subject, neither was she or he an alien.19 

Thus, throughout the period of the post-1945 Labour Government, all 
British subjects, as well as all Irish citizens, were not subject to immigration 
control. Only the entry of aliens was controlled by the British state. The key 
legislation concerning this latter category began with the Aliens Act 1905, the 
powers being amended and extended by further legislation in 1914 and 1919, 
and by the Aliens Order (1920).20 As a result, an immigration officer could 
refuse entry to an alien if the person was mentally ill, medically unfit, or unable 
to support herself or himself. And if an alien was seeking entry in order to 
work, she or he was required to be in possession of a work permit issued by the 
Minister of Labour initially to the employer.21 

Against this legal background, one can document the migration flows into 
Britain between 1945 and 1951 which can be divided into the categories of 
British subjects, Irish citizens, and aliens. Concerning the first, approximately 
319,800 British subjects entered Britain between 1946 and 1951, the vast 
majority from the British dominions. Additionally, around 88,000 arrived 
from the colonies, the majority of whom were British subjects previously born 
in Britain who had served in the colonial administration or the armed forces. 
But also included were a small number of 'coloured' (to use the discourse of 
the period) British subjects from the Caribbean and West Africa, many of 
whom were students. Of this group, there were also several hundred people 
who were seeking paid labour, and therefore at least temporary residence, in 
Britain, some of whom had played a role in the Allied war effort.22 

Migration to Britain from Ireland had been rigidly controlled during the 
war due to Irish neutrality, but it had nevertheless continued under state 
control because of labour demand within Britain. Those recruited by the state 
were directed to specific employment which could not be changed without 
permission. These controls were relaxed in mid-1946 and abolished at the end 
of 1947,23 and thereafter evaluating the scale of the migration becomes 
difficult. Isaac estimates that, in the period 1946-1950, there was a net inflow of 
between 100,000 and 150,000 Irish citizens who intended to stay for more than 
one year, that is an annual net inflow of between 20,000 and 30,000 persons.24 
These migrants added to an already substantial Irish presence in Britain, with 
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the 1951 census recording 716,000 Irish citizens living in Britain.25 A 
proportion of these migrants entered Britain within the framework of a 
continuing state recruitment policy and were guided into work in coal mining 
and agriculture, but the majority migrated without any official assistance or 
support.26 

The third category of migrants, those who were aliens, needs to be seen as a 
number of distinct migration flows. First, there were those who entered Britain 
in possession of a work permit issued under the provisions of the Aliens Order 
(1920). Between 1946 and 1951, 173,037 permits were issued and, with the 
exception of 1946 (when 10,744 permits were issued), between 27,000 and 
37,000 were issued annually. The majority were issued to women of European 
origin for domestic service in private houses, hospitals, and educational 
institutions.27 

The second category consisted of members of the Polish Armed Forces and 
their dependants, many of whom had arrived in Britain during the war.28 In 
1940, the Polish Government and Armed Forces in exile had been allowed to 
enter Britain and they were later joined in 1946 by the Polish Second Corps 
and dependants. Given their military status in the context of the circumstances 
of war and the subsequent imposition of Communist rule in Poland, the 
provisions of the Aliens Order (1920) did not apply to their entry. In May 
1946, the War Office and the Air Ministry formed the Polish Resettlement 
Corps (PRC)29 with the intention of disbanding the armed forces and 
assisting, depending upon the Poles' individual choice, their return to Poland, 
their emigration to other countries, or their resettlement and employment in 
Britain. The latter process was assisted by the Polish Resettlement Act 1947.30 

Against a background of government hesitation and uncertainty, a number 
of factors led to the decision to offer resettlement in Britain. In addition to 
humanitarian considerations, there was sympathy for the anti-communist 
sentiment of many of the Poles as well as a desire to use their labour power in 
sectors of the economy facing labour shortages.31 Thus, members of the PRC 
who opted for employment in Britain were initially directed by the Ministry of 
Labour into certain kinds of work, especially coal mining and agriculture.32 In 
1949, the Polish population resident in Britain numbered 127,900 persons, but 
this had fallen to around 115,000 by 1950 as a result of further emigration and 
repatriation.33 

The third alien migration flow consisted of those persons recruited 
collectively by the British state under contract to work in designated 
employment. The main scheme recruited refugees from displaced persons 
camps in West Germany and Austria,34 specifically in order to enter sectors of 
the economy which were defined by the state as essential to capitalist 
reconstruction and which were facing labour shortages. Those refugees who 
volunteered and were accepted (and who became known as European 
Volunteer Workers) were required to sign a contract, under which they 
accepted a job selected by the Minister of Labour, a job that they could only 
change with the permission of the Minister. They were initially admitted for 
one year, although they were later allowed to settle permanently. 
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The conditions of placement in employment varied somewhat, but they 
usually included the requirements that no British labour was available, that 
the EVWs would be the first to be made unemployed in the event of 
redundancy, that EVWs should join the appropriate trade union, and that 
they should work under the same conditions as British workers."3 EVWs 
(both female and male) were recruited in two phases between 1946 and 1950, 
and the total number resident in Britain in 1950 was 80,811 persons.36 Large 
numbers were directed to employment in agriculture, textile production, coal 
mining, and domestic service. All were restricted in the work that they could 
do by contract until January 1951 when it was announced that, after three 
years of residence, all restrictions would be lifted.37 

In addition to the EVW scheme, there was a number of smaller-scale state 
schemes of alien labour recruitment under contract. The 'Blue Danube' 
scheme recruited 2,341 Austrian women for textile work and nursing, and the 
'North Sea' scheme recruited 9,713 German women for domestic work, both 
between 1948 and 1950. A further scheme, which began in late 1949 and ended 
in 1951, recruited 1,655 Italian women for factory and domestic work.38 These 
were supplemented by further schemes involving the recruitment of 900 
Belgian female domestic workers between July 1945 and early 1946; 250 
Belgian male building workers between May 1946 and April 1947; 440 Italian 
male skilled foundry workers in 1947 and 1948; and 324 German scientists and 
technicians between November 1945 and late 1949.39 

The fourth category of aliens were former POWs who were granted civilian 
status after 1945, largely in the hope that they would remain in employment in 
agriculture where many POWs had been employed during the war. By the end 
of 1949, this included some 25,000 aliens (mainly from the Ukraine, Germany, 
and Italy) who either entered Britain during the war or who were brought to 
Britain after the war was over.40 

THE RACIALIZATION OF MIGRATION FLOWS 

Against the background of this overview of migration flows, I contextualize 
the significance of nationality and citizenship by establishing three points. 
First, I demonstrate that these post-war migrations occurred in a context 
where it was noted by some that economic circumstances favoured large-scale 
migration into Britain. Second, I show that this evaluation led to discussion 
about the sources from which migrants might be drawn, in the course of which 
there was a racialization of all potential migrant populations.41 Third, I show 
that the issue of migration did not intrude into the racialized political debate 
about the transformation in the nature of British subjecthood (or nationality) 
but that, in the light of this racialization, there were secret discussions within 
the state about the possibility of preventing 'coloured' British subjects from 
migrating to Britain. 

The Labour Government came to office with a reforming programme and 
facing a series of major economic problems, several of which were related to a 
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serious weakening of the national economy and of its competitive position in 
the capitalist world economy as a result of the war. It was committed to 
nationalization, the creation of a welfare state, full employment, and, more 
generally, 'fair shares' for all, a notion inculcated by the collective experience 
of deprivation and resistance during the war. But while the Government 
talked of socialism, and while it consolidated and to some extent strengthened 
many of the arenas of state intervention which had been established during the 
war, most of its actions were dedicated to the reconstruction of a capitalist 
economy. That reconstruction involved rebuilding the infrastructure of 
industrial production, increasing export production, and ensuring an 
adequate labour supply.42 

Early in its period of office, the Labour Government conservatively 
estimated the labour shortage to be in the order of one million persons,43 
although official estimates did vary over time.44 The problem was considered 
to be especially acute in agriculture, coal mining, and textile production 
because of the contribution that these sectors could make to easing the balance 
of payments problem45 or, in the case of coal, because of its centrality to 
sustaining industrial production generally.46 In a situation of labour shortage, 
there are a number of options available to the state and capital, including 
mechanization as a form of labour substitution and the improvement of wages 
and conditions in sectors experiencing shortages. A further option is to 
increase the size of the active, paid labour force by drawing on a surplus 
population either within or from outside the nation state.47 

In practice, the Government sought to resolve the problem by both 
increasing the size of the working population and seeking to increase labour 
productivity, although the former strategy predominated for much of the 
period up to 1951. Thus, much effort was expended in persuading women and 
people of retirement age to enter or re-enter the labour market, these being the 
main elements of the internal relatively surplus population. But the 
Government also decided early in 1946 to draw upon an external surplus 
population, that is, to recruit foreign labour from Europe, a decision that was 
given great prominence in its Economic Survey for 1947.49 

The issue of migration was subsequently debated in Parliament in the light 
of the Government's somewhat hesitant initial efforts to recruit foreign 
labour. In February 1947, during a debate on displaced persons, there was 
bipartisan support for increased immigration. One of the main arguments was 
that immigration was necessary to resolve the labour shortage and as an 
accompaniment to a policy of full employment.50 The same economic 
argument ran through the debate on the Polish Resettlement Bill in the same 
month. While the Government initially preferred that as many of the Poles 
would return to 'their own country',51 it also believed that it had a special 
responsibility to those in the Polish Armed Forces as a result of their 
contribution to the Allied war effort. This sense of obligation was strengthened 
by the continuing labour shortage.52 This latter view was largely endorsed by 
the Conservative opposition who criticized the Government for its tardiness in 
placing demobilized Poles in employment.53 
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But Parliamentary debate about migration was not exclusively concerned 
with economics. In so far as attention was also paid to the biological 
implications of immigration, there was a racialization of all migration flows, 
including those from Europe. During the debate on displaced persons, one 
Conservative MP claimed that 'there are the strongest possible ethnographical 
reasons for having an infusion of vigorous new blood from overseas at the 
present time', noting that 'we have very greatly benefited.., .from other 
foreign blood at different times in the course of our history'.54 There were 
similar references to 'stock' and 'race' by other speakers, all of whom claimed 
that there were biological advantages to be gained from immigration, 
especially if, as one MP put it, 'we act quickly, get the best of the pick, and a 
very good best it is'.55 

A similar discourse was evident in the debate on the Polish Resettlement 
Bill. In introducing the Bill, the Secretary of State for the Home Department 
claimed 'We have ... had great experience in this country of the benefits that 
come from the assimilation of virile, active, and industrious people into our 
stock'. And he went on to suggest that there was good reason to believe that 'a 
great part of our strength comes from the fact that we, more than any other of 
the ancient nations of the earth, have been able to assimilate these people and 
get them into the mainstream of our civic life'.56 This view was echoed by 
another MP who claimed that 'on the whole, it is a good thing for this race, 
which is a mongrel race, to be able to absorb into itself this great body of 
men'.57 The idea of 'race' was also articulated in the debate on the British 
Nationality Bill.59 

In all this discourse, it was assumed or argued that the world's population 
consisted of a number of discrete biological 'races'. Another contributor to the 
debate on the British Nationality Bill grounded his conception of British 
nationality in this idea of 'race'. David Renton identified different sections of 
British communities outside the British Empire, including those in Egypt. He 
claimed that one group 'are British in the full sense. Mostly British born, they 
are racially British and are recognizable as such.' They could be distinguished 
from a second category who were legally British nationals but who: 

... have little or no British blood in them. They do not often speak English or, for that 
matter, Scottish, Irish or Welsh. They cannot claim to have served the King and the British 
people; and they have no real right to our protection.59 

Thus, for this MP, Britishness was grounded firmly in biology rather than in 
the criteria established by the legal system to determine nationality and, as a 
result, 'race' became the foundation for 'nation', and so racism articulated 
with nationalism.60 

But not all who contributed to this debate about the implications and value 
of immigration in the early years of the Labour Government were positive 
about the consequences. Within Parliament, various objections were raised by 
a small number of MPs61 while the Royal Commission on Population drew 
very negative conclusions. Its report claimed that there were difficulties in 
identifying a source of immigrants which could supply the numbers required. 
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With the exceptions of Ireland, Italy, and the Netherlands, the Royal 
Commission believed that no European country contained a surplus 
population available for emigration. Furthermore, it identified 'assimilation' 
as a major problem and continued: 

Immigration on a large scale into a fully established society like ours could only be 
welcomed without reserve if the immigrants were of good human stock and were not 
prevented by their religion or race from intermarrying with the host population and 
becoming merged in it.62 

On the basis of this criterion, the Royal Commission believed that 'the sources 
of supply of suitable immigrants for Great Britain are limited' and concluded 
that 'continuous large-scale immigration would possibly be impractical and 
would certainly be undesirable.'63 A similar conclusion had been reached in a 
PEP report published in the previous year.64 Significantly, the Royal 
Commission's review of the possible 'sources of supply' was limited to Europe 
and therefore (with the exception of Ireland) to people who were aliens. 
However, potentially as well as in reality (because a small migration did 
occur), British subjects in the colonies and the Commonwealth constituted 
another source of migrants. This source was ignored by the Royal 
Commission, presumably because they were not considered to be of 'good 
human stock'. 

The silence of the Royal Commission on this matter was paralleled during 
the debate on the British Nationality Bill. While political debate on nationality 
legislation has, since the early 1960s become intimately intertwined with the 
question of immigration, this was not the case in the late 1940s. The migration 
of British subjects into Britain was not problematized by either the advocates 
or the opponents of the Bill, although there were references to the rights of 
British subjects in this respect. This suggests that there was no public 
conception of the possibility of a migration of British subjects from the 
colonies at this time. Yet the debate is of interest because of a conjunction of a 
racialized content with a reaffirmation of the right of entry into the 'Mother 
Country' of all British subjects. 

Above, I have shown that the Bill introduced a distinction between 
citizenship of the United Kingdom and Colonies and of each independent 
Commonwealth country, although both categories were also designated as 
British subjects. During the debates, arguments were advanced against this 
change, including the claim that this disadvantaged citizens of 
Commonwealth countries because they did not achieve the status of citizen of 
the United Kingdom and Colonies as of right, but rather had to register for it. 
Additionally, it was argued that the diminution of the conception of British 
subjecthood removed a key conception that had held the British Empire 
together in the past. 

For example, David Renton referred to the 'immense diversity of native 
peoples within the Colonies' and argued that 'it has not been an easy matter to 
keep together so many of the diverse and often primitive races of the world 
under the British flag.' He believed that this had only been possible by giving 
them: 
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... an easy conception ... of a great Queen in a distant land, who would give them 

protection, who would give them prosperity, who no doubt would expect them to work in 
return, but whose subjects they were. It was in that way that we got loyalty and obedience 
from them.65 

His conclusion was that the conception of 'citizen' could not effect this 
function of 'subject'. This view was echoed by Major Maxwell Fyfe speaking 
on behalf of the Conservative Opposition.66 

But even these advocates of a racialized (and racist), romanticized, and 
idealized notion of empire did not make any request to remove any of the 
rights (which included the right of entry into Britain) that accrued to 
subjecthood. Indeed, in this respect, their conservatism was consistent in 
retaining the legal statuses and relations of the past. Thus, Sir Maxwell Fyfe 
referred to 'our proud boast of the open door in this country to people from all 
the Colonies' and argued that: 

... there ought to be an open door and a reception for every type. If we create a distinctive 
citizenship for Britain and Colonies, inevitably such differentiation will creep in. We must 
maintain our great metropolitan tradition of hospitality to everyone from every part of 
our Empire.67 

The Attorney-General, summing up the debate on the Second Reading for the 
Labour Government, denied that there was any such intention or implication. 
Referring to the legal status of Commonwealth citizens under the provisions 
of the British Nationality Bill, he claimed that 'As a British subject, who is at 
the same time a citizen of a Commonwealth country, he [sic] will be entitled to 
come here and enjoy precisely the same rights as he has previously enjoyed.'68 
Thus, whatever else divided the Government and Opposition in this debate, it 
had nothing to do with the right of British subjects to enter the United 
Kingdom. 

However, despite the very public and apparently principled affirmation, this 
right was the subject of private discussion by state officials and the Labour 
Cabinet at various times during the period 1945-51. There was an exchange of 
views between civil servants and Ministers during 1947, during which it was 
recognized that aliens were being recruited to help resolve the labour shortage 
at a time when British subjects in the Caribbean were showing a desire to 
migrate to Britain to enter paid employment. Government Ministers 
expressed opposition to this latter development.69 

Then, early in 1948, the Colonial Office considered the possibility of using 
'surplus colonial manpower' to resolve labour shortages. In the subsequent 
exchange of correspondence between civil servants, considerable reservations 
were again expressed.70 In its final report in July 1949, the Colonial Office 
recommended that the Government should not establish any formal scheme 
to import British subjects from the Colonies to work in Britain.71 The issue 
was raised yet again following the arrival in June 1948 of 417 British subjects 
from Jamaica. The Colonial Secretary found himself under attack within the 
Government for allowing this to happen. He replied by pointing out that there 
were no legal powers to prevent the entry of British subjects but added that 
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'every possible step has been taken by the Colonial Office and by the Jamaican 
Government to discourage these influxes'.72 

These steps were insufficient to halt migration from the Caribbean and the 
issue was discussed once more within the Government. As a result, in June 
1950 the Cabinet appointed a committee to undertake a review of 'the further 
means which might be adopted to check the immigration into this country of 
coloured people from the British Colonial Territories'.73 The committee 
identified three methods of restricting the entry of 'coloured' British subjects 
but they all contradicted the long-established principle of the 'open-door' 
policy (which had been reaffirmed during the debate on the British Nationality 
Bill) and required that a distinction be drawn between 'coloured' citizens of 
the United Kingdom and Colonies and all others. 

Concerning this distinction, the committee commended initially that 'Any 
solution depending on an apparent or concealed colour test would be so 
invidious as to make it impossible of adoption.' But they concluded that 
'Nevertheless, the use of any powers taken to restrict the free entry of British 
subjects to this country would, as a general rule, be more or less confined to 
coloured persons.'74 This recommendation to bifurcate the category of British 
subjects on the basis of their racialization, resulting in a distinction between 
'coloured' and 'white' subjects and an inferiorization of the rights of the 
former was not, however, proceeded with in 1950 because the number of 
'coloured' British subjects migrating to Britain remained small.75 Legislation 
to achieve this objective was eventually passed by Parliament in 1962, 
following a decade of hesitation motivated by concern about the consequences 
of the accusation of racism.76 

CONCLUSION: THE SIGNIFICANCE OF NATIONALITY AND 
CITIZENSHIP 

We can now confront the apparent paradox identified above. In the context of 
labour shortage, and of a policy to help resolve that shortage by the 
recruitment of migrant labour, the Labour Government facilitated the 
migration of aliens (many of whom were refugees) from Europe, but sought to 
prevent the entry of.its own citizens from the colonies whose migration was 
motivated primarily by economic factors. The explanation of this paradox 
demonstrates that the outcome of the racialization of the potential sources of 
migrant labour subordinated the significance of nationality and citizenship, 
although this does not, by itself, explain why the Labour Government opted 
for alien rather than British labour. This explanation therefore takes issue 
with those accounts of the period which explain Government opposition in 
largely economistic terms and which downplay or deny the impact of racism 
on the decision."7 

I have emphasized that the discourse of 'race' permeated all political 
debateabout migration. It was not only British colonial subjects who were 
signified as biologically distinct, but also European aliens, something ignored 
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in Layton-Henry's account of the period.78 The process of racialization was 
therefore universalized.79 But it also established a hierarchy of superiority and 
inferiority. As a result, certain European migrants were signified positively as 
being of'vigorous stock' which would strengthen what one MP defined as the 
British 'mongrel race'. Although the Labour Government retained reserva- 
tions, it nevertheless (in association with other advocates of immigration) 
consented to the view that European migrants were biologically acceptable 
and could be expected to 'assimilate' to the British way of life. 

As far as 'coloured' British subjects were concerned, Ministers and officials 
were more discreet about describing their racialized attributes. Certainly, no 
politician or state official argued publicly that the presence of colonial 'races' 
would result in the degeneration of the British 'race'. But there was a clear 
presumption that, because of their 'race', they would not be able to 'assimilate' 
to the 'British way of life', the explanation being considered to be a matter of 
common-sense understanding. But this obscured more that it revealed, unless 
it was believed that these people possessed some biological characteristic 
which prevented their 'assimilation'. In fact, this dimension of the 
racialization of migrant populations systematically obscured the determinate 
social process. 

But a state official involved with the Working Party on the Employment in 
the United Kingdom of Surplus Colonial Labour claimed that it was the 
'social implications' of introducing 'other races' which is 'the real answer to 
the question ... and no amount of fencing will in the end lead the Working 
Party to any other conclusion'.80 What mattered in practice was less the 
racialized characteristics of 'coloured' British subjects and more the beliefs of 
British citizens resident in Britain about such 'races'. The Labour Government 
and state officials were especially concerned about the potential implications of 
this racism for exclusionary practices,81 a concern that was expressed 
fleetingly in Parliamentary debates,82 but they were not prepared to challenge 
it when its object .was 'coloured' British subjects, although they were prepared 
to do so in the case of European 'races' (who were therefore conceptualized as 
'vigorous stock'). Consequently, their discourse and actions served to 
legitimate that racism.83 

But the legitimation of racism was not the only factor that led to the 
predominance of racialization over the legal reality of nationality and 
citizenship status. From the rights of citizenship, and therefore from the 
inferiorized position of aliens resident in or permitted to enter Britain, flowed 
other consequences concerning the commodification of labour power. 
Certainly under the terms of the work permit system and the contractual 
arrangements governing the entry of EVWs, the worker was subject to state 
control over to whom she or he sold her or his labour power. This restriction of 
the freedom of the worker to dispose of her or his labour power, and the 
consequent constitution of the worker as an unfree wage labourer,84 has a 
special value in the context of labour shortage, as state officials recognized.8 5 

This is because it allowed the state to retain workers in sectors of 
employment where it was difficult to recruit and retain labour in a situation of 
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full employment. Further, at least in the case of the work permit system, the 
state was not required to finance the production and reproduction costs of the 
labourer, the worker being recruited by a contract which stipulated a 
temporary and limited period of residence. These restrictions could be 
legitimated by the fact that the workers were aliens rather than citizens. But 
they could not be applied to workers from the Caribbean because they were 
British subjects, a legal status that required that they enjoy all the rights of 
British citizens, including that of freedom to dispose of labour power within 
the market place. 

This dichotomy between subject and alien was blurred by the specific 
circumstances of the Poles and the EVWs. This is because, to take the case of 
the EVWs, although deportation was formally possible, the practicality of 
deportation was constrained by the fact that they had been recruited from 
displaced persons camps, were stateless, and therefore lacked a 'home' to 
which they could be 'repatriated'. In effect, their refugee status ensured that, 
despite the contractual character of the terms of their migration to Britain, 
they were destined to settle. This was even more clear in the case of the Poles, 
whose insertion into British social relations was seen by the Government to 
involve settlement because of their unwillingness to return to Poland under a 
communist Government. Thus, in both cases, these migrants were not British 
subjects, while their presence was legitimated as source of labour power, yet 
the outcome was, for the vast majority, permanent settlement, with the result 
that there could not be any long-term positive economic consequences arising 
from temporary residence or from some permanent status as contractual, 
directed wage labour. 

Thus, in post-1945 Britain, the status of refugee in the context of labour 
shortage also blurred the common distinction between 'free' migrants who are 
mobile across national borders in search of a buyer for their labour power 
(migrant labour), and 'forced' migrants whose mobility is determined by 
political persecution (refugee migrants).86 In addition to the more general 
difficulty of determining the character of the freedom of the labourer whose 
migration is forced by virtue of the necessity to obtain a wage income, it is clear 
from the evidence that the admission of refugees to Britain in this period was 
not determined by solely humanitarian considerations, but was also shaped by 
the perceived economic value of their presence. 

A further dimension of the paradox is revealed by Duffield's claim that it is 
mistaken to equate 'the importation of foreign workers with the incorporation 
of blacks as different ways of satisfying the same labour shortage'.87 He argues 
that the period under examination here was characterized by a shortage of 
skilled labour for a work process that was largely unchanged, whereas during 
the 1950s, mechanization reduced the skill content of the labour that was 
required. Thus, he claims that, during the former period of absolute labour 
shortage, the recruitment of foreign labour was characterized by attempts to 
fit the skills of the labourer with the demand for skilled labour in the 
undermanned industries, while during the period of relative labour shortage, it 
was semi- and unskilled labour that was sought. He implies that 'black' labour 
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recruited during the 1950s did not possess the relevant skills required in the 
late 1940s and he argues that such labour was unacceptable to the 
Government because of the opposition of 'indigenous' labour and because, as 
British subjects, they were not subject to state control and could not be 
prevented from settling permanently in Britain.89 

The argument about control is undoubtedly correct (although Duffield 
ignores the fact that the majority of foreign migrants did eventually settle), but 
other aspects of his assessment are problematic. First, many of the unfilled 
vacancies for which foreign migrant labour was destined were in fact for semi- 
and unskilled jobs, especially in agriculture and domestic service. 
Furthermore, most Irish migrants were seeking semi- and unskilled work, yet 
Duffield ignores the continuing significance of this long-established migration 
flow. Second, while an attempt was made to link the experience and skills of 
foreign labour with the skill content of vacant jobs, a large proportion 
(perhaps even a majority) of foreign migrants had either to be trained to 
undertake the work in which they were placed or were placed in jobs which did 
not correspond to their qualifications and experience.89 

Third, Duffield legitimates the oft-cited and mistaken claim that Caribbean 
migrants were experienced predominantly in semi- and unskilled work. 
Fourth, as I have emphasized, foreign migrants from Europe as well as British 
colonial migrants were racialized and became the object of hostility. Indeed, 
the possibility of such resistance was a key factor in the Labour Government's 
hesitancy in initiating the recruitment of foreign migrant labour while the 
reality of such resistance was a factor determining the demise of the migrant 
labour solution to labour shortage.90 

Hence, while there is considerable relevance in Duffield's distinction between 
absolute and relative labour shortage, he applies it in an unconditional 
manner. Moreover, his dichotomy between 'black' and 'foreign' migrant 
labour is misleading in so far as it misrepresents the character of the 
signification of migration by implying that only migrants from the colonies 
were racialized. It is more accurate to conceive of the dichotomy of migration 
flows first in terms of categories of nationality and citizenship, from which flow 
differential rights of entry and settlement and which have differential 
implications for the imposition of restrictions on the commodification of 
labour power. It is this complex of judicial differentiation, with all its 
implications for processes of migration and settlement, which was then 
racialized as a totality in the period 1945-51. 

While I have not attempted to address the broader question of why the 
Labour Government of 1945-51 chose not to extend and enlarge the 
recruitment of aliens as part of its strategy to resolve the problem of labour 
shortage in the post-war capitalist economy, I have offered an explanation for 
the fact that it expressed a clear preference for the recruitment of alien 
migrants over British subjects from the colonies to fill vacant positions. This 
was structured by a racialization of the various sources of potential migrants, 
and so by the consequent assumption that the presence of 'coloured' British 
subjects would more likely lead to social disorder because of the hostility of 
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British subjects within Britain, but it was grounded in the fact that British 
citizens from the colonies could not be deprived of the freedom to commodify 
their labour power in the way that aliens could. 

NOTES AND REFERENCES 

1 C. Holmes, John Bull's Island: Immigration and British Society, 1871-1971(1988) 216. 
2 id., pp. 10-13; see also R. Miles and J. Solomos, 'Migration and the State in Britain: 

Historical Overview' in 'Race' in Britain: Continuity and Change, ed. C. Husbands (1987). 
3 K. O. Morgan, Labour in Power, 1945-1951 (1984) 56. Both matters are ignored in another 

standard text on the history of the post-1945 Labour governments: see R. Eatwell, The 1945- 
1951 Labour Governments (1979). 

4 A. Cairncross, Years of Recovery: British Economic Policy 1945-1951 (1985) 56. 
5 For an overview, see S. Castles and G. Kosack, Immigrant Workers and Class Structure in 

Western Europe (1973); T. Hammar (ed.), European Immigration Policy: A Comparative 
Study (1985). 

6 Cairncross, op. cit., n. 4, p. 275. 
7 See R. Miles, 'The Relative Autonomy of Ideology: Racism and the Migration of Labour to 

Britain Since 1945', Groupe de Recherche de l'Analyse des Migrations Internationales, 
Document de Travail No. 7, Paris (1985). 

8 R. Plender, International Migration Law (1988) 9; see also C. Parry, Nationality and 

Citizenship Laws of the Commonwealth and the Republic of Ireland (1957) 3. 
9 See B. Anderson, Imagined Communities. Reflections on the Origin and Spread of Nationalism 

(1983). 
10, Parry, op. cit., n. 8, p. 4; see also W. R. Brubaker (ed.), Immigration and the Politics of 

Citizenship in Europe and North America (1989). 
11 Parry, op. cit., n. 8, pp. 28-91. 
12 id., pp. 5, 30-1. 
13 id., pp. 82-3, 151; see also I. Macdonald, Immigration Law and Practice in the United 

Kingdom (1983) 44. 
14 Parry, op. cit., n. 8, p. 88. 
15 For example, J. Walvin, Passage to Britain (1984) 118. 
16 Plender, op. cit., n. 8, pp. 21-2. 
17 id., pp. 92-5, 229; also Macdonald, op. cit., n. 13, pp. 45-6. 
18 Parry, op. cit., n. 8, pp. 928-30. 
19 id., p. 936. 
20 id., pp. 178-9; Macdonald, op. cit., n. 13, p. 8; V. Bevan, The Development of British 

Immigration Law (1986) 70-3. There was earlier legislation controlling the entry of aliens, 
although it had little impact or relevance for much of the nineteenth century. See Bevan, op. 
cit., pp. 50-67; B. Porter, The Refugee Question in Mid- Victorian Politics (1979). 

21 J. Isaac, British Post-war Migration (1954) 166-7; P. Gordon, Policing Immigration: Britain's 
Internal Controls (1985) 9. 

22 Isaac, op. cit., n. 21, pp. 146-51; Holmes, op. cit., n. 1, pp. 165-8. 
23 Isaac, op. cit., n. 21, p. 194. 
24 id., p. 196. 
25 Holmes, op. cit., n. 1, p. 216. 
26 Isaac, op. cit., n. 21, pp. 194-5. 
27 id., pp. 167-9. 
28 K. Sword, N. Davies and J. Ciechanowski, The Formation of the Polish Community in Great 

Britain, 1939-50 (1989). 
29 id., pp. 245-55. 
30 id., pp. 326-31. 

440 



31 Holmes, op. cit., n. 1, p. 212. 
32 K. Sword, 'The Absorption of Poles into Civilian Employment in Britain, 1945-1950', in 

Refugees in the Age of Total War, ed. A. C. Bramwell (1988) 236-7. 
33 J. Zubryzcki, Polish Immigrants in Britain. A Study of Adjustment (1956) 62; Isaac, op. cit., n. 

21, p. 176. 
34 M. R. Marrus, The Unwanted: European Refugees in the Twentieth Century (1985) 340-5. 
35 J. A. Tannahill, European Volunteer Workers in Britain (1958) 57; D. Kay and R. Miles, 

'Refugees or Migrant Workers? The Case of the European Volunteer Workers in Britain 
(1946-1951)'. J. of Refugee Studies 222-3; see also R. Miles and D. Kay, 'The TUC, Foreign 
Labour, and the Labour Government, 1945-1951' in Immigrants and Minorities 
(forthcoming). 

36 Isaac, op. cit., n. 21, pp. 179-81. 
37 Tannahill, op. cit., n. 35, pp. 81, 133; E. Stadulis, 'The Resettlement of Displaced Persons in 

the United Kingdom' (1951/2) 5 Population Studies 213. 
38 Isaac, op.. cit., n. 21, p. 180. 
39 id., p. 177. 
40 id., pp. 183-5. 
41 For discussion of the meaning of this concept, see R. Miles, Racism and Migrant Labour: A 

Critical Text (1982); R. Miles, Racism (1989); M. Green and B. Carter, ' "Races" and "Race- 
makers": The Politics of Racialization'(1987) 13 Sage Race Relations Abstracts 4-30. 

42 See Morgan, op. cit., n. 3; Eatwell, op. cit., n. 3; Cairncross, op. cit., n. 4; R. Miliband, 
Parliamentary Socialism London: Merlin Press (1972). 

43 Kay and Miles, op. cit., n. 35, p. 215. 
44 Cairncross, op. cit., n. 4, pp. 386-93. 
45 id., p. 394. 
46 T. Wilson, 'Manpower' in The British Economy 1945-1950, eds. G. D. N. Warwick and P. H. 

Ady (1952) 226. 
47 For a more theoretically developed argument relevant to this period, see C. Harris, 'British 

Capitalism, Migration, and Relative Surplus Population' (1987) 1 Migration 47-90; see also 
M. Duffield, Black Radicalism and the Politics of De-industrialization: the Hidden History of 
Indian Foundry Workers (1988) 8-25; D. Kay and R. Miles, Refugees or Migrant Workers? 
the Recruitment of Displaced Persons for British Industry, 1946-1951 (forthcoming). 

48 The Economic Survey for 1947 (1947; Cmd. 7046). 
49 Report of the Royal Commission on Population (1949; Cmd. 7695; chairman Sir Hubert 

Henderson) 122; see also Political and Economic Planning, Population Policy in Great 
Britain (1948). 

50 Mr. Paget, 433 H.C. Debs., col. 756 (14 February 1947). 
51 Sword, op. cit., n. 32, p. 234. 
52 Mr. Ede, 433 H.C. Debs., col. 373-87 (12 February 1947). 
53 For example, Vice-Admiral Taylor, 433 H.C. Debs., col. 423 (12 February 1947). 
54 Martin Lindsay, 433 H.C. Debs., col. 758 (14 February 1947). 
55 Sir Arthur Salter, 433 H.C. Debs., col. 762 (14 February 1947). 
56 Mr. Ede, 433 H.C. Debs., col. 387 (12 February 1947). 
57 Mrs. Leah Manning, 433 H.C. Debs., col. 399 (12 February 1947). 
58 Mr. Ede, 453 H.C. Debs., col. 394 (7 July 1948); also Sir Maxwell Fyfe, 453 H.C. Debs., col. 

403 (7 July 1948). 
59 David Renton, 453 H.C. Debs., col. 476-7 (7 July 1948). 
60 R. Miles, "Recent Marxist Theories of Nationalism and the Issue of Racism"(1987) 38 Brit. 

J. of Sociology 24-43. 
61 For example, Mr. H. Hynd, 433 H.C. Debs., cols. 413-20 (12 February 1947). 
62 Report of the Royal Commission on Population, op. cit., n. 49, p. 124. 
63 id., pp. 125, 130. 
64 Political and Economic Planning, op. cit., n. 49, pp. 109-15. For further discussion of this 

PEP report, see R. Miles, "The Racialization of British Politics" Political Studies 
(forthcoming). 

441 



65 David Renton, 453 H.C. Debs., cols. 475-6 (7 July 1948). 
66 Sir Maxwell Fyfe, 453 H.C. Debs., col. 410 (7 July 1948). 
67 Sir Maxwell Fyfe, 453 H.C. Debs., cols. 405, 411 (7 July 1948). 
68 Sir Hartley Shawcross, 453 H.C. Debs., col. 495 (7 July 1948). 
69 Harris, op. cit., n. 47, p. 62. 
70 S. Joshi and B. Carter, 'The Role of Labour in the Creation of Racist Britain' (1984) 25 Race 

and Class 58-9; P. Rich, 'The Politics of "Surplus Colonial Labour": Black Immigration to 
Britain and Governmental Responses, 1940-1962' in The Caribbean in Europe: Aspects of the 
West Indian Experience in Britain, France and the Netherlands, ed. C. Brock (1986) 49-51. 

71 Harris, op. cit., n. 47, pp. 65-7; D. W. Dean, 'Coping With Colonial Immigration, the Cold 
War and Colonial Policy: the Labour Government and Black Communities in Great Britain 
1945-51' (1987) 6 Immigrants and Minorities 318-24; Z. Layton-Henry, 'The State and New 
Commonwealth Immigration: 1951-1956' (1987) XIV New Community 64. 

72 Cited in Harris, op. cit., n. 47, p. 64; see also Dean, op. cit., n. 71, pp 316-7. 
73 Cited in Joshi and Carter, op. cit., n. 70, p. 61. 
74 id., p. 63. 
75 id., p. 64. 
76 R. Miles and A. Phizacklea, White Man's Country: Racism In British Politics (1984); B. 

Carter, C. Harris, and S. Joshi, 'The 1951-55 Conservative Government and the 
Racialization of Black Immigration" (1987) 6 Immigrants and Minorities 335-47. 

77 See, for example, Z. Layton-Henry, The Politics of Race in Britain (1984) 22. 
78 id., pp. 16-22. 
79 R. Miles, 'Migration Discourse in Post-1945 British Politics' Migration (1989) forthcoming. 
80 Cited in Harris, op. cit., n. 47, p. 66. 
81 See Harris, op. cit., n. 47, p. 60; Dean, op. cit., n. 71, pp. 319-20, 322-5. 
82 Mr. Skeffington-Lodge, 433 H.C. Debs., col. 759 (14 February 1947). 
83 The nature and extent of racism amongst the British population in the late 1940s and 1950s 

requires further study but there is reason to believe that the Labour Government 
overestimated its significance and strength. See M. Banton, 'The Influence of Colonial Status 
Upon Black-White Relations in England, 1948-1958' (1983) 17 Sociology 547-59; Miles, op. 
cit., n. 63. 

84 R. Miles, Capitalism and Unfree Labour: Anomaly or Necessity? (1987) 32-4, 159-67. 
85 See Harris, op. cit., n. 47, pp. 61, 65. 
86 For further discussion of this point, see Kay and Miles, op. cit., n. 34. 
87 Duffield, op. cit., n. 47, p.12. 
88 id., pp. 11-14. 
89 For example, Sword, op. cit., n. 32, pp. 238, 248. 
90 See, for example, Sword, op. cit., n. 32, pp. 237-41; Miles and Kay, op. cit., n. 34. 

442 


	Article Contents
	p. 426
	p. 427
	p. 428
	p. 429
	p. 430
	p. 431
	p. 432
	p. 433
	p. 434
	p. 435
	p. 436
	p. 437
	p. 438
	p. 439
	p. 440
	p. 441
	p. 442

	Issue Table of Contents
	Journal of Law and Society, Vol. 16, No. 4 (Winter, 1989), pp. 393-530
	Volume Information [pp. 529-530]
	Front Matter
	Law and Spontaneous Order: Hayek's Contribution to Legal Theory [pp. 393-409]
	Administrative Law, Regulation, and Legitimacy [pp. 410-425]
	Nationality, Citizenship, and Migration to Britain, 1945-1951 [pp. 426-442]
	The Family: Private Arena or Adjunct of the State? [pp. 443-463]
	The Gibraltar Shootings and the Politics of Inquests [pp. 464-476]
	Radical French Judges: Syndicat de la Magistrature [pp. 477-482]
	The Technical Illusion [pp. 483-488]
	White-Collar Crime, Shamelessness, and Disintegration: The Control of Tax Evasion in Pakistan [pp. 489-505]
	Book Reviews
	Review: untitled [pp. 506-512]
	Review: untitled [pp. 512-518]
	Review: untitled [pp. 518-521]
	Review: untitled [pp. 521-524]
	Review: untitled [pp. 524-525]

	Books Received [pp. 526-528]
	Back Matter



